Andrews University

Digital Commons @ Andrews University
Faculty Publications
3-2021

Forging the Chaplain's Pastoral Identity
Anna M. Galeniece
Andrews University, galeniec@andrews.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pubs

Recommended Citation
Galeniece, Anna M., "Forging the Chaplain's Pastoral Identity" (2021). Faculty Publications. 3325.
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pubs/3325

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by Digital Commons @ Andrews University. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Faculty Publications by an authorized administrator of Digital Commons @ Andrews
University. For more information, please contact repository@andrews.edu.

FORGING THE CHAPLAIN’S

PASTORAL IDENTITY
Anna M. Galeniece, D.Min., BCC
Associate Professor of Chaplaincy
Director, Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary Chaplaincy Study Center

INTRODUCTION

V

arious succinct slogans
distinctly reveal the advertised
product and easily stick in the
consumers’ minds. One of them is
“Just Do It.” When people hear this
catch-phrase, they clearly imagine a
Nike product that tells them they do
not necessarily need to be professional
athletes to wear the brand and be in
shape. Anyone can do it if they want,
persist, and continually do it.
When it comes to Christianity,
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there are also a few contemporary
slogans, like “What Would Jesus
Do?” or “Keep Pressing Forward,”
and many more. Even the Bible has
some phrases that are repeated again
and again. For example, Jesus told His
disciples to follow Him about 20 times
in the Gospels (Matthew 4:19; Mark
2:14; Luke 9:23; John 12:26, etc.).
While these “Follow Me” expressions
have nothing to do with slogans, they
carry an essential message of a call to
not only follow but also to imitate the
Son of God.

When talking about one’s
identity, it is important to consider
the following philosophical basic
questions that arise concerning self
by virtue of being a person. These
questions are: Why am I alive? Who
am I? Why am I here? Is there right
or wrong? What happens when I die?
In paraphrasing these questions in a
chaplaincy setting, they may sound
like this: What is the cause or origin
of my calling? What is my pastoral
identity? What is the meaning and
purpose of my ministry? How am I
supposed to serve in this immoral
world? What mortality means to
me? Let’s take a more in-depth look
at these vitally important questions
from the perspective of a chaplain’s
pastoral identity.

ORIGIN
The first words of the Bible, “In
the beginning God” (Genesis 1:1),
disclose the authorship or the earth’s
origin of. Everything that is admirable
and commendable starts with God and
is for His glory. In this regard, Paul’s
statement, “For of Him and through
Him and to Him are all things,”
(Romans 11:36) reveals the Almighty
God as the Source, Sustainer, and
Significance of all things. Similarly,
the origin of the chaplain’s call to a
unique pastoral ministry beyond the
borders of a local church starts with
God and is for His glory. It was God
who considered calling Jeremiah
(Jeremiah 1:5) and John the Baptist

(Luke 1:13-17) for prophetic ministry
before they were even born. In a
similar way, the Lord called Samuel
(1 Samuel 3:3-10) and Timothy (2
Timothy 3:15) early in life for their
appropriate service. Others received
similar calls to engage in diverse
ministry areas at various times of their
life. However, the common ingredient
of every person who responds to
God, whether in biblical times or in a
contemporary setting, is the fact that
the origin and the cause of his/her
calling is no one else but God.
In this regard, Ellen White states
that “The work to be done is the
Lord’s, and He has entrusted this
work to man. Our call to ministry is
received from no human being. To
every man God has given his work.”1
Our obligation is to respond to God
with an open heart and to cherish our
relationship with Him and His trust.
Moreover, His call is to faithfully
fulfill that which has been entrusted
to each one of us in order to advance
God’s kingdom on all fronts and
battlefields of a person’s mind and
heart. And this fact eliminates any
human superiority or preeminence in
the Lord’s eyes.

IDENTITY
Pastoral or chaplaincy identity
is not shaped in a vacuum, as it is
mentioned above. This concept of
identity speaks about self-sacrifice and
willingness to accept what God wants
from the person. While theological

WHAT IS THE CAUSE OR ORIGIN OF MY CALLING?
WHAT IS MY PASTORAL IDENTITY? WHAT IS THE
MEANING AND PURPOSE OF MY MINISTRY?
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identity is mostly shaped and polished
during the academic years in a college
and a seminary, personal identity
takes a longer time to be revealed
through practice. No person engaged
in pastoral care fully knows oneself—
one’s strengths and limitations—until
he or she passes through the moments
of challenge and crisis that could
be divinely arranged for growth to
happen. As gold needs to be refined,
so does the chaplaincy identity. It
must be rooted in Christ in order
to be ready to reveal Him through
everything the chaplain is and does.
Identifying the chaplain’s role in
his book Foundations of Chaplaincy,
Baker highlights chaplaincy’s
four functional capabilities in an
institutional setting: provision,
facilitation, caring, and advising.2 First
of all, chaplains provide spiritual care
support, worship experiences, and
administration of the sacred truths,
which should not be confused with
a pastor’s responsibilities in a church
setting. The delivery of sacred truth
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is not performed through active
public evangelism or a compromise
of the chaplain’s faith. The sowing
of the Gospel seeds is done through
the provision of spiritual care on a
daily basis, while its consequences
of maturing the growth of the seeds
and reaping of the harvest are left
to the working of the Holy Spirit
(1 Corinthians 3:5-7). At the same
time, the beauty of chaplaincy is the
fact that there exists an alternative
non-compromising way of offering
spiritual care to those who request
something that stands against the
biblical theological truth, or the
chaplain can refer the needs of the
client to another caregiver or spiritual
leader of another denomination.
Chaplains facilitate by helping
organizational leaders to determine
the religious and spiritual needs of
the people within the institution and
beyond it. For example, a respected
hospital chaplain who utilizes available
support within the organization
and in the community helps in the

AS GOLD NEEDS TO BE REFINED, SO DOES THE
CHAPLAINCY IDENTITY. IT MUST BE ROOTED IN
CHRIST IN ORDER TO BE READY TO REVEAL HIM
THROUGH EVERYTHING THE CHAPLAIN IS AND DOES.
accreditation of the hospital. Under
the caring functional capability, Baker
speaks about counseling that is based
on active listening and hospitality or
relational refuge. Thus, care means
being with people in a time when
they need it the most. If Jesus in the
Garden of Gethsemane needed His
disciples’ support of (Matthew 26:3646; Mark 14:34), how much more
this support is required by human
beings in the time of their distress. As
the last capability, mentioned earlier,
the advising is mentioned. It can be
performed on all levels to any person
in rank or position when it deals with
something that involves religion and
its implications on the institution,
cultural, or social norms.
Thus, the chaplain’s identity not
only reveals his/her job description, but
pinpoints the very calling of Jesus to
follow Him in His service to humanity.
“If anyone desires to come after Me,
let him deny himself, and take up his
cross, and follow Me” (Matthew 16:24),
for “inasmuch as you did it to one of
the least of these My brethren, you
did it to Me” (Matthew 25:40).

MEANING AND PURPOSE
It has been viewed by many that a
failed church pastor or a seminarian
who is not hired by a conference may
end up in chaplaincy. This perspective
has no biblical or theological
foundation. The Bible is clear that
there are various ministry types

(1 Corinthians 12:5) and spiritual
gifts (Romans 12; 1 Corinthians
12; Ephesians 4, etc.), and the gift
of a pastor is not above the gifts of
healing (1 Corinthians 12:9) or any
other gift. Moreover, the very fact
that chaplaincy ministries require
post-seminary studies speaks for
itself. Whether it is clinical pastoral
education, military chaplain training,
or any other required professional
chaplain preparation, the necessary
training and skills puts the chaplaincy
ministries on the level of highly
professional specialists. This is slowly,
but surely, changing the old approach
to the reality of the demanding
meaning and purpose of chaplaincy.
Based on the fact that all chaplains
are pastors in the first place, their
pastoral identity has a unique
meaning and purpose. It continues
to be shaped while they minister to
the hurting ones in the most painful
circumstances or conditions one
can imagine. “Chaplains make their
feet stick where others may wish to
run. Chaplains accompany others
through life’s celebrations, as well as
the darkest nights of the soul, without
any agenda beyond the persons [they]
are serving.”3 That is why many
individuals and institutions, especially
when facing trauma or crisis, view
chaplains as the persons who represent
God. This unique privilege gives
chaplains incredible access to places
where pastors cannot go. Not leaving
7

BASED ON THE FACT THAT ALL CHAPLAINS ARE
PASTORS IN THE FIRST PLACE, THEIR PASTORAL
IDENTITY HAS A UNIQUE MEANING AND PURPOSE.
the hospital after visitation hours,
being privileged to visit hospice
patients in their private homes,
praying for soldiers on the battlefields,
conversing with the death-row
inmates, or providing emotional
support to a stressed and tired police
officer—these are a few examples of
an active ministry of presence and
stillness. Just as God was heard in the
“still, small voice” (1 Kings 19:12),
“a chaplain’s loudest message may be
through the silence of simply being
present, still, and available.”4
Simultaneously, the chaplain’s
spiritual approach to an ethical
dilemma is listened to in a board room
when a complicated bioethical case
is discussed. His/her advice is looked
for when a grieving and depressed
person loses any purpose for life. The
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chaplain’s words of wisdom are desired
in premarital counseling sessions on
a university campus. A friendly chat
with the chaplain in the middle of an
unfriendly and unsafe environment
can calm and reduce the stress level
and bring comfort and peace. These
and many other similar ministry
cases, when the chaplain’s voice is
crucially important, support the
meaning and purpose for the calling.
Moreover, these can express the need
for the chaplain to continue in his/
her educational journey to be more
useful in advanced circumstances or
with people of high position who deal
with issues like social or religious
justice, stewardship of earth resources,
education or politics, and many other
areas of contemporary life’s demands.

MORALITY
The pastoral identity is shaped by
the biblical standards of what is right
or wrong. This consideration is based
not on a horizontal level but a vertical
one. While human beings have
multifaceted approaches to and views
about morality, Adventist chaplains
live by what the Lord says in His
Word (Psalm 36:9). Their morality is
founded on Christ’s authority, and it is
God-centered.
As an example, the Jewish leaders
possessed political, economic, and
social authority. The nature of their
authority demonstrated egocentricity
and selfishness, for it was human. By
contrast, Jesus exercised His godly
authority by breaking down the
enforced class, wealth, and religious
barriers. Jesus used His authority to
demonstrate God’s love, grace, and
mercy. The religious leaders’ decision
to put Jesus to death shows that
the nature of their authority was a
destructive one, while God’s authority
was restorative of a human race. Jesus’
crucifixion highlights the question of
who truly represents and manifests
God’s authority and His morality,
and who does not. Thus, God’s use
of His authority and power is not
manifested in the death threats, but in
the restoration of life.5
When the words that come from
one’s mouth are full of God’s wisdom,
truth, and insight, people will notice
it and follow regardless of position,
title, or degree. This pattern was
characteristic to Jesus, especially
in contrast to the status-conscious
Scribes and Pharisees (Matthew
7:28–29). God’s strong and morally
pure chaplains do not need to rely
on position, title, or any human
authority. Their passion, wisdom,
and authentic love carry the moral

authority. Therefore, the chaplains
who represent the living Christ should
never use their own authority or rely
on changing standards of morality
to prove or gratify one’s feelings or
advance one’s own ambitions. They
stand on the authority of the Most
High, who calls them to a specially
assigned service (1 Peter 2:9).

MORTALITY
Human mortality is a broad term
that includes in itself everything that
sin has distorted and destroyed. It has
left a stain on human beings’ lives,
including physical, emotional, mental,
spiritual, moral sickness, and death.
Although chaplains are called by God
for a notable ministry, they are not an
exclusion to mortality, “for all have
sinned and fall short of the glory of
God” (Romans 3:23). While we could
elaborate on the effects of sin in the
life of God’s chosen ones, there is
no need to major in these vices into
which chaplains may fall. Attention
needs to be directed to the way out
of sinfulness to the One who forgives
and restores (Psalm 86:5; Isaiah 61:7;
1 John 1:9), gives life (John 14:6),
and light (John 8:12). In other words,
while mortality is still a part of the
chaplain’s being, there is much more
to this that needs to take priority and
superiority that can be summarized
as a complete surrender to Christ and
His leadership through the power of
the Holy Spirit.
Christ perfectly modeled His
life of submission to His Father’s
will, which was reflected in loving
compassion to human beings and an
empathetic approach to the sufferers.
For instance, His seven Sabbath
miracles are the very representation of
this fact. Jesus drove out an evil spirit
(Mark 1:21-28; Luke 4:31-37), healed
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Peter’s mother-in-law (Matthew 8:14,
15; Mark 1:29-31; Luke 4:38, 39),
healed a lame man (John 5:1-18),
cured a man with a shriveled hand
(Mark 3:1-6; Luke 6: 6-11), restored
a crippled woman (Luke 13:10-17),
healed a man with dropsy (Luke
14:1-6), and gave sight to a man born
blind (John 9:1-34). Contemplating
on one of these miracles, Ellen White
writes that “Christ had come to open
the blind eyes, to give light to them
that sit in darkness. He had declared
Himself to be the light of the world,
and the miracle just performed was
in attestation of His mission.”6 What
a powerful example to embrace in a
broken contemporary world!
Regarding the demanding and,
at times, not appreciated chaplain’s
ministry, Ellen White directs the
chaplain’s attention to following in
the footsteps of Christ. While she
beautifully elaborates on the health
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care chaplain in this long quotation,
the same principles can be applied to
any other chaplain:
It is of great importance that the one
who is chosen to care for the spiritual
interests of patients and helpers be a
man of sound judgment and undeviating
principle, a man who will have moral
influence, who knows how to deal with
minds. He should be a person of wisdom
and culture, of affection as well as
intelligence. He may not be thoroughly
efficient in all respects at first, but he
should, by earnest thought and the exercise
of his abilities, qualify himself for this
important work. The greatest wisdom
and gentleness are needed to serve in this
position acceptably yet with unbending
integrity, for prejudice, bigotry, and error
of every form and description must be met.
This place should not be filled by a
man who has an irritable temper, a sharp
combativeness. Care must be taken that the
religion of Christ be not made repulsive by

"THE RELIGION OF CHRIST, EXEMPLIFIED IN THE
DAILY LIFE OF HIS FOLLOWERS, WILL EXERT A
TENFOLD GREATER INFLUENCE THAN THE MOST
ELOQUENT SERMONS."

harshness or impatience. The servant of
God should seek, by meekness, gentleness,
and love, rightly to represent our holy faith.
While the cross must never be concealed, he
should present also the Saviour's matchless
love. The worker must be imbued with the
spirit of Jesus, and then the treasures of
the soul will be presented in words that will
find their way to the hearts of those who
hear. The religion of Christ, exemplified
in the daily life of His followers, will exert
a tenfold greater influence than the most
eloquent sermons.7
Thus, a difficult and taxing
chaplain’s pastoral identity on a daily
practice can become successful in
the eyes of eternity only when it
is done in the Spirit of the Lord,
including a proper self-care approach.
Various consequences of human
mortality can easily be developed by
compassion fatigue or anything else
when the chaplain puts a hold on his/
her spiritual, emotional, mental, and
physical restoration or re-creation.
Because of this, Christ commanded His
disciples to “come aside by yourselves
to a deserted place and rest for a
while.” (Mark 6:31) He knew they
would be able to give out much more
after they receive much-needed rest.
How much more present-day wounded
healers need to follow Christ’s self-care
approach in order to continue their
service in this mortal world!

CONCLUSION
It is more than important to discern
and assess one’s pastoral identity and
its influence, which function as an
integral part of a chaplain’s ministry.
Because this unique assignment
originates with God Himself, it
requires from a chaplain an unreserved
dedication to this calling, maintenance
of high standards of morality, which
include spiritual health and growth,
a definite and explicit purpose of
one’s ministry, and an understanding
that faith is inseparable of the true
meaning of one’s life. Although
the pastoral identity of a chaplain
deals with various competencies,
a chaplain should also be able to
recognize and define one’s limitations
and boundaries. Thus, a chaplain’s
pastoral identity is hidden in this brief
statement of Jesus: “Follow Me.”
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